The evaluation of a program's compliance with service delivery and features necessary for the attainment of the programs educational objectives, student outcomes and continuous improvement is an important element in program accreditation and continuous improvement process. The study reported in this paper investigated the possible effects of students' feedback on the improvement of adult higher education distance learning service quality in a South African rural-based university. The study interrogated the service provision factors that seemingly helped in improving the delivery of the program. Such information are vital for planning, good governance, policy formulation, monitoring and evaluation, and for decision-making. The study used a quantitative descriptive statistics analysis of data generated ranging from 2013-2014. It comprised of overall student satisfaction as the dependent variable and the explanatory variables were given by program management, facilitation, assessment, learner support, systems, resources, program outcomes and subject matter. Analytical results were obtained from the Mann Whitney Test. The population consisted of students enrolled in the Advanced Certificate in Education (ACE) program by distance mode. The 313 respondents sampled were randomly selected from a total population of 916 students. Data were collected using a semi-structured questionnaire. The results revealed that service qualities linked to effective management, facilitation, academic support and subject matter delivery were the main qualities that the students recommended for the improvement of the program. It is therefore recommended that adult higher education programs must have a documented systematically utilized and effective process involving program service delivery constituencies like assessment, academic support and resources provided, for the periodic review of the program educational objectives to ensure that the program remains consistent with the institutional mission, needs and criteria.
INTRODUCTION
The rapid migration from the traditional mode of providing higher education by distance learning or the adoption of hybrid approaches is posing a significant challenge to the planners, managers and facilitators of academic programs by distance mode, especially in the developing world. From the modest beginnings of the work in 1840 by the English educator, Sir Isaac Pitman (2014) and that by Anna Ticknow who in 1873 established a society that offered educational opportunities to women of all classes to study at their homes in Nasseh (United States of America), distance learning has been evolving (Clark, 2007) The extant literature has indicated that students' feedback, whether on the processes of assessment of instruction or of the quality of academic service delivery, is embedded firmly in all educational processes as a productive venture (Laurillard, 1993 , Ramsden, 2003 , Price et al, 2011 . Therefore, the growing number of studies and body of literature on the subject on how best to provide quality services to clients in adult distance learning programs should not be undervalued. The study being reported here is based on the experiences from one of such programs by a rural based university campus in South Africa.
PROBLEM STATEMENT
The Advanced Certificate in Education (hereinafter, ACE) that formed the basis for this research is specially designed for the professional upgrade of practicing educators otherwise known as teachers. Some years after initial teacher training, the skills and knowledge acquired were discovered to be insufficient to meet the requirements of the present day (Aluko, 2009). For this reason, the South African Government decided that teachers' skills and knowledge gap should be filled through the provision of professional teacher development programs by distance learning mode in the different provinces. The program studied was that initiated by a rural based South African University Campus in response to the observed skills and knowledge gap. The researcher believed that exploring students' feedback after over six years of the implementation of the program could be valuable. The findings emanating from this study could help in making researchbased suggestions for improving the quality of the ACE program.
In this study, the problems that one would want to understand centered on the components of the offering of the ACE program that need serious modifications in order to ensure that efficiency and effectiveness is built into the process. Lack of effective learning services greatly affects the possibility of a program to achieve its intended outcomes. This more so in South, where the quality of services in most government and private institutions and especially the education sector has however often been below standard. Massive increases in expenditure on services have not always brought the results wanted or what is expected of the outputs of the programs (RSA, 2009). By implication, if the learning services of the ACE program are below standard, it is unlikely that the program can meet its educational objectives and students outcomes. While building on work already done in the ACE program, there is need to focus more on outcomes as time, money and management is invested.
In particular, there is need to understand the program delivery components which might affect the possibilities of the program meeting its objective, and which when improved, should attract the adult learners to persist through the program. By so doing, one can establish which components need to be dropped in order to satisfy their academic needs.
As adult learning in the contexts of the rapidly developing modern information and communications technologies tend to define and re-define itself, one could suggest that it is prudent to pay close attention to adult learners' experiences and emotions and how participants in this program perceive the effectiveness of the delivery of higher education academic services by distance learning mode. As more and more adult learners seek to gain knowledge through formal and informal training delivered through self-paced distance learning, barriers to successful learning continue to crop up and have to be dealt with. In terms of the learning services, Johnson (2011) holds strongly that because computer-based learning involves learning both a system of content delivery and the content itself, many adult learners are stymied and frustrated by the learning system due to lack of prior experience with technology and assistance from course instructors. Paying close attention to learners' experiences and emotions should be important because, sociologically put, humans are always emotional (Scheff, 1997) Students' feedback could in many ways be productive for the improvement of academic programs delivery. It is important for designers of adult higher education programs offered by distance learning mode to utilize feedback from adult students that will help them understand their needs, motivation, expectations, and experiences. Creating information that taps into the strength of an adult experience and ensuring that clearly defined goals and expectations are laid out beforehand helps ensures higher participation and follow through in online courses (Johnson, 2011) . Adult students enjoy taking responsibility for their own learning, and when properly guided and prepared for the learning experience, they are quite capable of achieving a high level of competence.
It is commonly agreed that students would feel part of evaluative studies if they know and see that their opinions lead to concrete and positive modifications of the academic program delivery and that their opinion is taken seriously (Spencer & Schmelkin, 2002). If not, they will not feel obliged to be part of any of such studies. The quality of an academic program can be significantly enhanced by a judicious and thoughtful attempt to understand how the consumers of the service perceive it. In particular, one would want to know which components would need amendment or which ones need to be improved in order to have value for the money expended.
Concerns over the value of students' feedback in the improvement of academic program delivery have been expressed over the years, and research findings arising therefrom were factored into designs that informed this study (Christudason, 2010) . The concerns that have dominated the literature ranged from the purpose of collecting students' feedback through the design of the instruments used in obtaining the feedback to the validity of the feedback itself (Richardson, 2005; Marsh and Dunkin, 1997; Marsh and Bailey, 1993; and Arubayi, 1987) . Scholars in the literature agreed that students' feedback serves a developmental purpose for academic program designers just as it plays benchmarking roles in terms of determining whether or not standards are being achieved (Richardson, 2005) .
Over the years, these discussions and findings on the subject of academic service quality based on students' feedback have been examined and re-examined in the bid to ensure that the right procedures and standards are being followed. There is also the need to ensure that outcomes arising therefrom are systematically implemented so as to improve practice. This is one main reason this present study should be valuable in expanding the pool of knowledge in the area.
The measurement and evaluation of any learning effort and that of the delivery of the learning program itself is critical to the achievement of efficiency, effectiveness and, more importantly, securing customer confidence ( 
PURPOSE OF THE RESEARCH
Based on the importance of students feedback in program delivery improvement in adult higher education as established in the conceptual framework, the main purpose of this paper is to establish how students' feedback on the service delivery components of the ACE program can be used to improve on the efficiency and effectiveness of the different service delivery components of the program. The main interest in this paper is to interrogate how the service delivery components such as styles of facilitation, assessment, learners' support systems, adequacy of resources, outcomes, subject matter can be improved based on students feedback in order to ensure enhanced customers satisfaction.
THE MAIN RESEARCH QUESTION AND HYPOTHESIS
The main research question answered in this paper is how students' feedback assists in the process of improving on the efficiency and effectiveness of different service delivery components of the academic program studied. The researcher hypothesized that modifications and applications of program management, styles of facilitation, assessment, learners' support systems, adequacy of resources, outcomes, subject matter and closely monitored management techniques could be of great value in improving on the delivery of adult higher education by distance learning mode.
It was assumed that distance students who perceive generic improvement in styles of delivery will perceive the program as having been enhanced. On the other hand, it was assumed that adult students enrolled in higher education by distance learning mode who did not experience such improvements might not perceive the academic program as valuable in terms of styles of delivery. The advantage offered relies on the fact that presenting students with an opportunity to assess the quality of service delivery over a period of two years should normally be associated with the gains that come with comparative judgement (Thurstone, 1927 , Pollitt, 2012 Kimbell, 2012) .
It was assumed that findings presented in this paper may have a positive effect on specifying program delivery components that should be considered by planners and managers as they strive to improve the quality of academic programs provided to adult students enrolled in higher education for the professional development of teachers by distance mode.
RESEARCH METHOD

Design
The study used a quantitative descriptive statistics analysis of data generated. Data ranged from (specific years e.g. 2013-2014). Seven groups of factors that relate to the quality of the educational services provided by the rural based university were measured. Dominant among the seven factors were general management of the educational program, facilitation, subject matter, assessment, academic support, resources and outcomes. In other words, the study covered both process quality attributes and outcomes quality attributes. 
Population and Sample
The participants were part-time contact students who are taught at the weekends over a specified duration of time. In other words, they are distance learning students, and their perceptions about service quality may differ from those held by mainstream students. This was why it was not necessary to ask them to rate their overall university experience as other studies have done.
A total of 916 part-time students constituted the population. These students were adult learners with a number of social and economic responsibilities. Most of them were over the age of 40, which, in itself could be a challenge. From the population of 916 students, a sample of 313 students was randomly taken guaranteeing that each student had an opportunity of being selected to participate in this study by applying the Krejcie and Morgan (1971) table derived from the US National Education Association (1964) formula.
Instrumentation
The students' satisfaction instrument used in this study was designed to measure satisfaction with specific reference to the value of the content provided in enhancing their performance as teachers, learning materials delivery, planning and administration of the program, facilitation, criteria used in grading the students' assignments, advice and support and library resources.
The researcher reviewed related literature and came up with a questionnaire titled Students' Program Feedback Questionnaire (abbreviated as SPFQ). The questionnaire had three sections. Section One with five items was about the background of the respondents. Section 2 contained 25 items measuring the level of students' satisfaction with the services received and which particular components in the provision that needed improvement with a view to enhancing the quality of the academic program. The response options for each of the questionnaire items was constructed on a six-point Likert scale that ranged from excellent, through average, poor, bad to not applicable as deemed fit by the respondent.
Section 3 provided for free response using open-ended questions in which the respondents were asked to specify the positive and negative aspects of the program based on their experiences. The questionnaire titled SPFQ sought information on the value of the content provided such that it enhanced respondents' performance as learners and as teachers. Particular attention was paid to the components of learning materials delivery, planning and administration of the program, facilitation, criteria used in grading the students' assignments, advice and support and library resources.
Validation
The construct validity test in which three independent assessors participated resulted in the selection of the 25 items in Section 2. To arrive at this decision, the first draft of the questionnaire was administered to three independent expert assessors from three different universities that did not form part of the final study. Expert assessments in this context and in agreement with Falchikov and Goldfinch (2000) are generally assumed to be capable of providing objective reference that should help in improving on academic program delivery.
They had good knowledge of the management of the off-campus program, and their selection was based on the researcher's interaction with their supervisors. After the first administration, the 30 items originally designed to test for sufficient coverage of the content of satisfaction targeting program improvement was reduced to 28 items, and after the second administration another three items were eliminated. Consequently, the questionnaire that was used contained 25 items.
Reliability
Contexts, content, time, intent, slippage and rhetoric in feedback questionnaires, in general, may affect the validity and reliability of data generated on students' feedback (Johnson and Sorenson, 2003; Christudason, 2010, 44) . Furthermore, the anonymity of the learners' response is another important concern (Tan, 2004) . That was why steps were taken to ensure that the instrument used was reliable to a large extent. The reliability co-efficient value of the questionnaire, using the test-re-test method was .95 at the 0.05 level of significance, and the instrument was therefore assumed to be sufficiently reliable.
Interpretative Norm
The overall composite impressions about academic program service quality in this context were derived from the process of aggregating derived variables. It was assumed that a high score (greater than or equal to 5%) should be deemed as implying an overall positive impression while a low score (less than or equal to 5%) implied an overall negative impression. This actually means that any p-value more than or equal to 5% implies that the clients were equally satisfied with the quality of services rendered as per the particular item in reference. On the other hand, any p-value less than or equal to 5% means that the clients were equally dissatisfied with the quality of service rendered as per the specific item in reference. That was the interpretative norm used throughout the analysis in this particular report.
Data Collection
Below is the spread of questionnaires that were completed and returned by respondents in all centres. It would be observed in Table I above that the Centre 3 returned more responses with 32.3 % than the other centers. It was followed by the Centre 2 with 20.4%. Centre 6 that returned 22 questionnaires came last, and the reason was that the respondents at that Centre were probably not fully prepared for the exercise.
Ethical Considerations
It is ethically right for adult students to choose not to respond to items in a questionnaire as was observed in this study. It has been suggested by scholars in the literature that respondents should not be pressured into responding. It was for that same reason that permission was sought and obtained from the management of the institution where this study was conducted. The validity of data generated from this study was further enhanced by ensuring that ethical standards were adhered by allowing respondents to withdraw from the study at any stage and at any time.
Academic Program Delivery Improvement Actions Embarked Upon
Actual data presentation is preceded by the discussion of the academic program delivery improvement actions that the researcher undertook as this would help in clarifying the results that emanated from the study.
Results emanating from a first survey of the ACE academic program designed as a higher education service to enhance quality teaching among teachers (commonly known as educators in this context) suggested that certain aspects of the service delivery needed improvements. In particular, it was discovered in the first survey that the components of assessment, styles of facilitation and program management techniques needed modifications (Author, 2011, 1429-1446).
Based on that realization, improvement actions embarked upon included:
 A two-day induction program for facilitators that included topics like the modern techniques of facilitating adult learning in higher education relying on research information.
 A two-day workshop on objective assessment in higher education and adult learning in which due reverence was given to assessment feedback, including providing clear indication of where the learners might have made mistakes in answering questions, the need to reflect the cognitive, affective and psychomotor domains of learning, giving prompt feedbacks to students and communicating clear information on how best to respond to set questions in assignments and examinations as per the modules covered.  A three-month workshop on effective program delivery and management for center managers and program coordinators paying close attention to the design of modules, prompt packaging and delivery, management of assets, tests, supervision of instructions and communication styles.
ANALYSIS AND RESULTS
Based on the ideas drawn from the extant literature and the improvement activities the researcher as the program director and the progarm coordinator undertook, it was hypothesized that modifications and applications of program management, styles of facilitation, assessment, learners support systems, adequacy of resources, program outcomes and subject matter content should improve on the service quality of the adult higher education program by distance learning mode. To test this hypothesis, the researcher had to apply the Mann Whitney test.
The Mann Whitney test was used because the variances of the two samples (2013 and 2014) were not homogeneous. This was obvious because the samples were largely different. The sample sizes for 2014 were lower than 2013. Since this was the case, the researcher used the non -parametric version of independent sample t-test, which is the Mann Whitney. The data available in Table 2 . However, the findings and recommendations based on the data used should be valid enough as long as a representative sample of all students who experienced the academic program was covered, which was the case in this study. In social science research, researchers commonly agree that a response rate of 50% is deemed as satisfactory (Richardson, 2005; Chilisa, 2012) . Data generated for analysis in this study was taken from more than 50% of the population, and so the results would be valid for use in contexts similar to this one.
Another limitation that might have occurred in this study could be that the researcher made inferences based on samples that did not cover all students who enrolled in the academic program under reference. For that reason, there could have been sampling error because the properties of the sample used differ somewhat by chance from those of the entire population from which the sample was drawn because the study was done in different geographic sites with differing characteristics, for example, those from around the headquarters of the academic service provider might have experienced the service differently. However, this limitation was reduced because the sample size was increased in order to maximize the response rate. The results generated from this study are deemed relevant and valid because the sample was chosen at random from the relevant population and so there was no sample bias along the same lines highlighted by Richardson (2005) and Goyder (1987) .
DISCUSSION
The study contrasted to a large extent with several other studies of students' feedback in the improvement of academic programs ( The data revealed on a very close observation that although there might have been an overall good level of satisfaction with the quality of service delivery related to program studied, modifications made to overall program management, styles of facilitation, assessment, learners support systems and adequacy of resources were very helpful in improving the quality of service delivery as measured by student evaluation. At the same time, when we pay attention to supporting students in terms of addressing the issues they confront on a daily basis in relation to the quality of the program delivery and promptly making learning materials, library and computer services available to them should go a long way in helping to improve on the quality of the service. These considerations should guide policy makers, program managers and curriculum developers in an adult higher education program by distance mode. This should suggest to both the providing university and the partnering stakeholders components that need closer monitoring and support.
Findings reported here largely confirm the view that careful enhancement of the said components is required whenever relevant stakeholders wish to provide higher education by distance mode to adult learners who are relatively more mature than those in initial teacher education programs. It becomes crystal clear that in order to ensure higher success rates in distance learning settings, experts advice and feedback to handle technical issues surrounding the content delivery system is required to help adult learners become more comfortable with the system (Johnson, 2011). If adult learners perceive a lack of support or find themselves spending too much time completing the program they feel could be done rapidly, they are likely to drop out.
The findings reported in this paper furthermore lend credence to the views tendered by Gurau and Drillon (2009), Priestman (2012) and Bentley et al. (2012) to the effect that students' feedback possibly provides valuable data to improve the design and implementation of higher education by distance learning mode.
RECOMMENDATION
Based on the findings of the research, it is therefore recommended that adult higher education programs must have a documented systematically utilized and effective process involving program service delivery constituencies like assessment, academic support and resources provided, for the periodic review of the program educational objectives to ensure that the program remains consistent with the institutional mission, needs and criteria. Drawing on the rich diversity and eclectic background of the adult learners in the ACE program is a fundamentally sound method of reinforcing the course materials. While it is not always possible to redesign a course for each new set of students, knowing the audience ahead of time and providing rich opportunities for integration of knowledge from experience and classroom is essential to engaging adult learners (Lawson, 2005 ). An instruction program integrated with evocative digital resources provides the opportunity for instructors to reduce anxiety and to help their students' connections.
CONCLUSION
The main aim of this paper was to establish how students' feedback on the service delivery components of the ACE program can be used to improve on the efficiency and effectiveness of the different service delivery components of the program. Based on the data, it would not be wrong to institute that careful enhancement of the said components is required whenever relevant stakeholders wish to provide higher education by distance mode to adult learners who are relatively more mature than those in initial teacher education programs. However, it must be understood that the review of adult higher education program for improvement requires more than just the use of assessment feedbacks on service delivery components. Rather, attention must also be focused on appropriate monitoring of the currency of the objectives themselves. The researcher hopes that the results emanating from the study reported in this paper may help, depending on the context and circumstances, in improving on the quality and effectiveness of adult higher education by distance learning mode. More importantly, an attempt has been made in this paper to provide useful guidelines that could be considered in improving on the delivery of academic services that adopt distance learning strategies by different stakeholders in South Africa and globally.
